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  This book is dedicated to the master, Tom Spanbauer, who taught me there is no such thing as a boring story. Only boring writing. I’ve tried to live up to that and many of the gems of wisdom he imparted. Thanks, Tom.


  So simple. Just breathe. Inhale. Exhale. The migraine came from sucking, like someone just took me off the ventilator. They said I’d get used to it. Swallow the pills. Even Viagra helped, if you could get it. And I was sick of looking at brown rocks and mountains. And Pashtuns. But what I really wanted was to breathe air thick enough to hold more than just a hint of oxygen. Where a match stays lit. Maybe the artillery in my temples would go away. And I wouldn’t hate the dirt garden of Afghanistan like I did.

  It hadn’t been my plan to come over to this desolation to hate. Looking at my reflection in the shallows of a clear Afghan mountain lake, I could still see the face of a smalltown Kansas boy. Not a killer. But the lines on my forehead and around my eyes were increasing. The high altitude made me hallucinate.

  Six months and they had sent me even deeper into Tora Bora. More of the hadjis needed killing. It was my job. A Jayhawk dispatched to the Company for one purpose—and only because I knew the difference between ddeemokraasi and democracy. Sometimes, I cursed my Zhebe, tongue, for its unwanted skill in wrapping itself around a language of too many vowels. But, all the CIA training couldn’t teach me to get over the smell. I’d learned that, while on an op, I could smear Vicks Vaporub in my nose, just like the cops before they fish out an overripe corpse from the dumpster. Water around these parts wasn’t wasted on bathing, and my victims usually voided themselves in the death rattle.

  I was just kidding myself. It wasn’t the smell. Or the air so thin we could be on a lunar desert. It was the eyes. Those big, black eyes that followed me like I was the anti-Muhammad every time I came near a Pashtu. Haunting, beautiful eyes that make the cover of National Geographic. When I close my own, other eyes are imprinted on my lids. The eyes of the dead.

  None of the gung-ho stuff scared me. I wasn’t any kind of macho, mindless patriotic machine. It’s not that. Friends, family, and the support system of a small Kansas community groomed me in the ethic of the Plains. I’ve learned to compartmentalize the terror. What kept sleep away was doubt. The fear and knowledge that those eyes were truly innocent, not the bearded mujahedeen madmen described by every drill sergeant and CIA instructor. And I had been ordered over and over to send them on their journey to meet Allah on the word of a desk jockey sifting through a spreadsheet. The intel around there was infamously wrong. And the attitude was a big yawn. One fewer suicide bomber in the making. I could have been sent out on the word of a Pashtu who felt his daughter had been dishonored by the neighbor’s glance.

  In the field, I had been accused of being reckless. It’s a love-hate thing. If my actions raised the body count and no one but a local was greased, I’d get “atta-boys.” Of course, nothing went in my file back in Langley unless a friendly became collateral damage. That event might have even brought the ire of the New York Times. The reckless part of me grew. The new me was a personality who had seen enough and understood retribution was approaching. And it would be an eternal bitch.

  Fate. It was near, and I was afraid of the debt, not the doing. Not scared of looking up to the cliffs when AK rounds chipped the rocks beside my head. Nor the sound of an RPG shooshing by. Or the smoking hulk of an APC on the side of a mountain road, medics rushing in to pull out bodies before skin peeled off like the outside of a burnt marshmallow. No, it was the fucking mines.

  Dead was better than a legless plane ride home to weeping relatives. I hoped my karma wasn’t that bad. Mahoney was always on the winning side when we played a lazy afternoon game of touch football back at the base. He could out-jump every other spook in the barracks. You just had to throw the ball high enough. Now the only thing he’ll be leaping for is his disability check from a wheelchair. I want to keep my legs.

  Even the smiling little village girls with shawls over their heads, begging for chocolate, couldn’t get me to return their grins. The spectacular purple flowers that sprung out of the rocks in the most unlikely places only made me wonder what was fertilizing their growth in this dry landscape. Sure, I could see some of the highest mountains in the world out the window of the chopper. But then, I looked down. Everywhere, brown ugly rocks. The Discovery Channel might show pictures that made this wasteland seem spectacular. Colorful tribesmen with toothless smiles. Green valleys with gentle steams irrigating lush farms. You know, that rugged, wild look. But the photographer got to go home. He didn’t live to wake up in the morning to a diet of boulders and blood. He got escorted around with a squad of jarheads who didn’t take him into areas that hadn’t been swept. Maybe, if the reporter got lucky, some insane Pashtu would take a shot at the convoy, giving him lots to talk about over his glass of Chablis back at the Kabul Hilton. Exotic. Primitive. Serene. Raw beauty. All words and pictures to fantasize about from the couch. Me, it’s life. And it sure ain’t beautiful.

  Home to me was this tent. The people I worked for weren’t really military. They came from a long line of killers made notorious in Vietnam. Wild Bill Donovan was our daddy. His spawn, the Phoenix Program. The skills I was taught are just a refinement of the methods my ancestors learned when they snuck up on Victor Charley asleep in his hootch and put a silenced bullet in his brain. Now, it’s Harry or Helen Hadji. Same story. Same old men in their Brooks Brothers suits writing the death warrants. Same Generals with their spit-shine aides wiping their asses and ordering me into Khewa to grease a suspected al-Qaeda sympathizer. There were no courts here. Suspect was enough to get you dead.

  The shrinks might say people don’t change, even though, if there is no hope, there’s no reason for anyone to see fuckin’ therapist. I didn’t used to swear. Wouldn’t think of calling anyone a dune coon or a dung shit. I used to get a time-out and fined twenty-five cents from my allowance if I used fuck. So, it was better to say damn. It only cost a nickel. My vocabulary increased every day. Before, I never knew that horse cock was Spam. Or that a nutsack was a 100-round ammo holder on an M249 Automatic Weapon.

  We went to church, too, like most everyone else in Millard, Kansas. None of my friends were terrorists. Sure, we dropped rotten pumpkins on Mrs. Devlin’s porch and turned her underwear inside out on the clothesline. But it was harmless. We never called her a fuckin’ skank raghead bitch. Not even Timmy Russet, the real town outlaw and my best friend. Now, Timmy’s finishing up an accelerated doctoral program in particle physics at Michigan State. But he used to throw M1 fire crackers with extended fuses. He built them from wound paper and glue. We tossed the homemade fireworks at the cop cars parked in front of Swindley’s Donuts. Timmy got busted and grounded for a week. No gangs. No crack. No AIDS. Now, I’m in the toughest gang of all. The CIA. Headquartered in the meanest place on Earth outside Baghdad. Jalalabad, Afghanistan.

  Nothing much of note after leaving the corn fields of Millard. Four years of study at Kansas State. Visiting parents lots of weekends. A girlfriend off to New York City to find her voice in the publishing world. The usual tailgate parties on Fall Saturdays. Middle American college fun with classes the only distraction. Easy. Aimless. No one died. Then 9/11. In the dorm, I watched the smoke billow from the World Trade Center, and I was angry. Not just at the horror. At myself. I was contributing nothing but a few more dollars to the Coors piggy bank.

  For a young man who’d never been west of Denver or east of Louisville, a magic wand had been passed over my tongue. Languages slid off as easy as the fifth tequila shooter went down. If I heard a group of foreign students chatting outside the library, I could pick up the words, and a screen in my brain gave them life. It wasn’t as if I translated verbatim, but the cadences, clicks, rolls, and grunts weren’t alien. And, if I chose, I could get a book, a tape, or go on the web and join the group the next day, at least able to communicate. Luis, the Hispanic who mowed our neighbor’s lawn at home, couldn’t call Mrs. LaPlante a vaca gorda puta because I knew he meant she was a fat cow whore. And she didn’t weigh an ounce more than two-hundred. When I enlisted and after basic and more advanced training, I was sent to the Defense Language Institute in Monterey. Master Sergeant Gomez had noticed it wasn’t just Spanish that slid off my tongue. That’s where the Company found me. My career as a patriotic semi-Pashto-speaking killer was launched.

  Last night, an MH-6 Little Bird helicopter dropped us just south of Shahi Kowt. Intel said a mud hut outside the town was a meeting place for al-Qaeda operatives. But there was no reason to believe the sources were more right this time than any of the other clusterfucks.


  Moonbeams danced off the peaks of twenty thousand foot mountains. In the valley below, an occasional muted orange came from a kerosene lamp inside a hut. From miles away, a few passing cars or jeeps bounced on the hardscrabble trails, the glow from their headlights jumping wildly with each pothole or rock. Sheep grazed lazily, searching for anything that resembled food, their silhouettes dark against the slopes. We were running naked, the lights off and the sound suppressors on, the Little Bird painted black and unmarked. I followed the twisting lines of a river, fed by snowmelt in the Hindukush, and wondered if the next twenty-four hours would keep me awake like the last three missions. Or find me fertilizing one of a trillion rocks.

  Not even waiting for us to touch down, the Little Bird pulled away. Thorsten and I jumped to the pebbled ground and quickly dashed for the nearest cover. We still had to hump a few klicks east and wouldn’t be considered friendlies in this neighborhood, where every man carried a rifle and had an arsenal stashed in the well. The ATN Cougar 2I Night Vision Goggles strapped around our heads gave a clear view for 150 yards. It was easy to pick out one boulder from the next and, after a while, the moon gave us enough light to put away the goggles. Sweat ran down our faces as though we were in a rainstorm in a land where anything over twelve inches in a year is a monsoon.

  The CIA had made sure we were outfitted in the best technology corporate America could supply for efficient stealth killing. When we arrived at our hidey hole, we could watch for movement in the dark through the ATN Thermal Eye 225Ds in our Blackhawk X-1 Backpacks with the silent zipper pulls in case anyone was near enough to hear us reach for a HOOAH! Chocolate Crisp Energy Bar or slurp from our HydraStorm Hydration System tubes. If we needed to call in a Drone and spread the shit of a tribe of Pashtuns around on the gravel, we could guide the missiles with an L-3 TruTrak GPS so accurate it would trim the beard of the targeted enemy before it slammed into the ground. The black earpiece and the mike in front of our mouths let us stay in communication with each other and the minders back at the ops base on the FS 5000 Spy Radio. But all these gadgets were nothing compared to the arsenal on our backs, stuffed in the pockets of our night camo fatigues, or in our hands.

  We could blow up a suburb of Kabul if it all detonated at once. My favorite, the old trusty standby, was the .22 Hush Puppy silenced pistol, made notorious in Vietnam by my mentors from Phoenix. I wasn’t going to shoot any dogs. Success in these kinds of ops really meant getting in quietly and out even more quietly. If we had to use the armory on our backs, we were in a world of shit. That was the point of not just phoning in an air strike and blasting the targets further into the Stone Age. We needed intel. Or so I was told. And to leave a few bodies as a reminder if we found hostiles.

  [image: image]

  The old woman stood by the stone well, looking down. She tried to turn the bucket lift, but it was stuck on the dog. I only knew she was old because the Steiner 8 x 30 binoculars brought her stoop and the wrinkles into focus from nearly three hundred yards. Up close, she could have been fifteen. Now, I thought “old” seemed right, even though she might not have been a year past my twenty-five. Afghanistan aged women harshly. And men. If they lived.

  Two small boys kicked a crushed can and chased each other in the dusty courtyard, screaming “barj ra-histah,” catch me, in the morning sun. The old woman yelled “aram.” Quiet. I could hear the boys shriek and the old woman’s commands through the DetectEar Parabolic Microphone headset. With all the techno widgets, I felt like Luke Skywalker in a desert of dinosaurs.

  The old woman went back to fiddling with the rope, every few seconds glancing below the wooden support beams, leaning on the rough-edged rocks. No one, it seemed, had missed the dog. During the late night, before we placed the listening devices, the dog yelped to warn of intruders. He had that mongrel third-world look, though taller than most and skinny enough to be a meal only for the starving. His milky eyes shone in the darkness and he growled as Thorsten’s silenced .22 bullet went into his brain. Thorsten knew I wouldn’t shoot a dog. A Taliban probably, but I drew the line at animals. He pulled the trigger and winked at me. There was no place to hide the carcass, so we dropped it down the well and scuffed the blood stains with our desert boots. Now, the only thing that marked our trail was the flies.

  They might come in daylight if the meeting was urgent. It was more likely we would have to wait into the night, hunkered behind boulders the size of Humvees. We had the camo blankets over us, and even a sheep would start to nibble on our feet before he knew we were there. At least we had the hydration bottles and hoses so we could drink without movement in the afternoon heat. Pissing was a problem, but having my dick in the gravel was the least of my worries.

  It was supposed to be a summit of local Taliban chieftains, certainly supporters of al-Qaeda if they were. They wouldn’t come alone to this place. Not their style. It would be in teams of at least six, probably more. And the women better not be visible. Their duty was to be unseen. Any respectable Taliban man knew women were seducers and only distracted from Allah’s work.

  If intel was right, and we had to phone for the Predator Drones, the women wouldn’t be whipped again, and the children would never kick another can in the dust. They’d be red blood smears on the brown rocks. But, I wasn’t going to let that annihilation happen. Too many eyes would appear in my nightmares.

  Our job was supposed to be simple—listen and report. With my smattering of Pashto, I was a thousand klicks ahead of anyone else with an Anglo face around this part of Tora Bora. If I heard the devil’s name, Osama, come through my headset or picked up any hint of evil intent, it was time for the bandits to shoot their Hellfire missiles and make tomato soup spiced with clay. If it was more innocent, take a few snaps with the LIVAR 400 long-range surveillance camera, adding to the rows of mug shots pinned to the cork board at HQ or filling the Windows Vista picture files labeled Suspected al-Qaeda.

  Tired. Not from the lack of real air or the times I woke in the middle of night thinking I was drowning—only to find out I was in my cot and it was just another attack of altitude sickness. Or from the ten-klick humps up and down the hardscrabble bleakness. It was the killing.

  The RPGs didn’t choose between women, children, and enemy. They just did their job, blowing body parts into the clear blue sky. The darkness didn’t veil the last wide-eyed look of a target if he awoke before I put a round through his forehead. But his shock invaded my dreams. The visions always asked “why?” And I couldn’t answer.

  I was in this fucked-up place because of a belief I was resolving guilt issues. And a patriotic debt. And I was actually only feeling guiltier.

  I was helping make sure the oil pipeline from Central Asia to the Arabian Sea was completed. Anyone getting in the way pissed off the petroleum lobby, Haliburton, and its subsidizer, the Pentagon, and all the politicians with oil greasing their veins. And the funding was helped by the world’s largest suppliers of heroin, the Taliban. Tonight’s op was just another reminder. If Osama’s name came up, I was ordered to have the voices silenced with four hundred pounds of high explosives, not captured so the interrogators at the base could gather intel. I now feared no one wanted Osama found. He was the face splashed around the globe to justify any and all atrocities.

  Thorsten was a believer, though. It was easier that way. Turn off the conscience and do your duty. Focus on the planes burrowing into the Twin Towers like a drill bit into a bonanza oil field. It used to be “kill a commie for Christ.” Now, it was “murder a Mujahideen for more oil.” Thorsten didn’t think that way, nor did most of the grunts at the base. Those thoughts could drive you crazy. Or get you dead. He carried out his orders, and the list of corpses always kept the good guys ahead in the body count. Now, he was a problem. I wasn’t killing anyone else unless they had “Terrorist” tattooed below their turbans.

  Movement on a far hill. Within seconds, the profiles of five men, walking slowly across the horizon. Sky framing their steps behind the rocks. Flowing pants, sleeveless orders, and fleece-lined jackets, beards, turbans, and AK74Ms. Two of the men had Soviet-made RGD5 grenades on criss-crossed bandoleers strapped to their chests. A black-and-white spotted dog loped along in front of the men. As they came down the rocky hillside, their grayness blended with the terrain. It was only the change in the shadows that allowed us to track them. They were early.

  The old woman looked up, staring at the men, and covered her face with a black shawl. Still running in the gravel, the boys hadn’t noticed the arrivals. “Stana,” she barked. Inside. “Ak-nun.” Now. The boys stopped, stood still, and followed the old woman’s gaze to the approaching men. No further hesitation. They moved toward a tent near the baked mud hut, opened the flaps, and disappeared.

  A nudge from Thorsten. I followed his stare a hundred meters left of the descending men. Coming over the ridge, six more in identical uniforms. Just as well-armed and cautiously moving. Something had to be important. Men like them rarely moved about during daylight. They would be easy targets for any soldiers from a dozen countries keeping peace in a land that had never lost a war.

  Within minutes, they were exchanging bear hugs and cheek kisses in the open area in front of the hut, Kalashnikovs dangling from shoulder straps. Our headsets were filled with “khudai de mal sha.” May God be with you.

  Not even the ever-present vultures were circling overhead. The sheep had stopped grazing. A silent messenger must have told every living thing in this kill zone that violence was near. The dog nestled against the wall of the hut, panting shallowly and watching. Nothing but the men moved. The constant, low howl of the mountain wind through the valley ended, and the only noise came from the hissing under our earplugs. It was deathly silent.

  The turbaned men went into the hut; one man stayed outside with his AK, scanning the hillsides. We switched from the parabolics to the ASB1200 listening-device receivers. Thorsten wouldn’t know what he was hearing, only alert to the name “Osama.”

  The voices were clear, and I heard them easily. They spoke quietly of lost comrades and past campaigns. Soldier’s stories. Mostly, talk was about their glorious victory over the Russian heathens. Much of it I understood, but there were words beyond my Pashto vocabulary. Even if anything came out of their mouths that would give the intel guys a boner, I knew I wasn’t going to pass it on, especially now that a young man had made his way down the mountainside, leading a flock of sheep thin enough to hear their ribs creak. He bowed to the guard and went inside the tent.

  Thorsten kept glancing at me, a question on his face. He wanted to know if it was time to phone home. Or if we should just crawl up and lob a few M67 grenades into the hut, followed by a shitstorm from the Heckler & Koch G36 semi-automatics. I kept shaking my head, acting as if nothing worthy of an execution was being said.

  Even this high in the lower Safed Koh Mountains, the rising sun made it uncomfortable to lay out in the open while covered by a camo blanket. Behind, and much higher, the land was filled with pine, larch, and yew. Here, it was even more barren than the Mojave. Not even bushes. The earth only grew rocks in these parts. Earthquakes regularly hit the area, but we weren’t in danger of being crushed by falling building material. Only boulders. The smell of burning meat came from a cooking fire, the smoke disappearing in the breeze as soon as it escaped the tent’s vent. The dry chalky scent of the earth coated my nostrils and made me want to sneeze. Thorsten was getting itchy; he was a bigger problem than the ants that had found their way into my crotch.

  The military feasted on men like Thorsten. Men who found killing a suspected enemy to be as carefree as snuffing a dog. While there were others like me, wondering whether Hamid Karzai’s job with Unocal—before being named puppet President of Afghanistan—had anything to do with our lying in the dust, rocks poking into our balls, ready to waste more threats to the oil supply. Sometimes, a few of us would get together for a bull session. Now that the Pentagon seemed to be run by an arm of the Church of Pat Robertson, these gatherings felt more like those of Jews secretly huddling in Nazi Germany. I was only invited to the séance because Snyder heard me question a Captain about his command to “waste a few ragheads today. And keep it off CNN.” I was only a guest among grunts. Since my first landing at the base, a hundred years ago, I had become someone the CIA wouldn’t want talking to the media—or defending the motherland and its greed for a full fuel tank with a load of smack in the arm.

  What I saw of the Taliban and their insanity—not the visions of 9/11 or the threat of court marshal—kept me going out on these ops every day. As the noose tightened again, especially in the south, girls were killed for going to school. Teachers and anyone hinting at intellectual or artistic pursuits were being murdered. If you weren’t part of the Taliban tribe, it was better to stay behind mud walls. If you were female, to go out was tempting death.

  While I didn’t want to kill anymore just so Aunt Margaret could drive her old Cadillac to Wal-mart, something had to be done to stop the evil of the Taliban. And their bloody brothers, the al-Qaeda. But I couldn’t kill any more innocents, especially in a land where guilt was easy to prove when the judge’s sentence had already been given. Picking a guilty party in this death dance was nearly impossible for me.

  I tightened my earplugs and listened to the sucking sounds that come from men passing a hookah and the slurps of Kahva green tea.

  Nothing more sinister than the gathering of a clan. A heavily armed one. “Hawaa,” weather, was the most used word after “Allah.” This reunion could have been in front of the fireplace back in Kansas, chatting about the latest blizzard, if it weren’t for the Kalashnikovs. In Millard, they were Smith & Wessons.

  Beside me, Thorsten was becoming more anxious. Could be the Dexedrine he swallowed for performance enhancement, aggravated by the urge to put another notch on his Heckler & Koch. The medics handed the little tablets out like white M&Ms and called them “go-pills,” the opposite of the red “no-go pills” that let sleep come when the nightmares kept you awake, but that never stopped the daymares. In a lecture back at Camp Perry, a suit from the Pentagon’s Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA), explained: “In short, the capability to operate effectively, without sleep, is no less than a twenty-first century revolution in military affairs that results in operational dominance across the whole range of potential US military employments.” So, boys, go out and butcher. You’ll rule the world without feeling tired or losing focus. Back at base, we’ll keep the dreams away with better sleep through chemistry.

  Thorsten’s twitches could’ve also been a product of blood lust, the mantra of “kill” lingering from his days of bayoneting turbaned dummies at boot camp. The cocktail of uppers and brainwashing made him the perfect mindless killer. No conscience to weight his stoned soul. No hesitation when a target of opportunity was available. No self-doubt to cloud a murderous perspective. He stared at me, a vein in his neck pulsing to the beat of a mind aching to waste a few al-Qaeda.

  “You fuckin’ ready yet?” Thorsten asked. “Or you gonna let ’em call a camel and ride on outta here, candyass?” He jabbed me in the shoulder with the butt of his H & K.

  Just then, one of the voices from inside the mud hut, loudly said “Osama.” Thorsten’s head snapped toward the hovel, dislodging his ear-piece. Osama was one of the few words or names from Arabic or Pashto he knew, other than “Khra oghaya,” go fuck a donkey. That greeting was used often when he strolled though a village and legless beggars, victims of Russian land mines, held out their hands.

  “You hear that?” he asked. “Time to call in the Drones.” He reached for the transmit button on his FS 5000 radio.

  I grabbed his hand and squeezed.

  “Not yet,” I said. “Lots of Osamas here. Could be an uncle.” I gripped harder as Thorsten tried to pull his fingers away. “Let me listen a little longer.”

  “Fuck you, Morgan,” he said. “You know these hadjis are plannin’ to grease somebody. And I ain’t gonna let ’em.” He jerked his hand free, trying again to get to his transmitter.

  The silenced .22 Hush Puppy was on the rocks close to me. It was never far away. Early on in-country, I’d learned the value of quiet rather than the use of overwhelming weapons superiority to perform my job. An M67 grenade or a burst from an H & K wasn’t quiet. All the Indians in the vicinity immediately knew my location. The soft phhuuuppp of the Hush Puppy didn’t even wake the babies. I pushed the muzzle into Thorsten’s side.

  “Not just yet, pardner,” I said. “I’d hate to have to leave you bleedin’ for the locals. They like to slowly cut off body parts before layin’ you out for the vultures.” I shoved the pistol harder. “Just be patient. Besides, as the Fobbits say, ‘I’m in command.’”

  Thorsten made a move for his Ka-Bar knife, his most trusted tool. I pressed the Hush Puppy until I felt Thorsten’s Kevlar vest firm against his ribs and he softly groaned. “Don’t think for a heartbeat you can get that Ka-Bar out quicker than it takes a .22 slug to reach your lungs,” I said.

  Hatred. The look Thorsten gave me could have been reserved for the grunt who mailed Thorsten’s mother pictures of him holding a lifeless, bloody mujahedeen by his turban, grinning. Thorsten found that soldier and set fire to his bunk using a teaspoonful of C-4 and a remote detonator. While the grunt was in it.

  “Don’t,” I said. “We’re not phonin’ for the Predators ’til we’ve got something solid. I’m not gonna have more dead kids’ eyes keepin’ me awake, even if I don’t care as much about the men in the hut. Those Hellfire missiles don’t discriminate by age.”

  Not the time or place for this argument. And I knew Thorsten would make sure that, no matter whether these hadjis and their children were vaporized, my traitorous chickenshit attitudes were punished.

  Stand-off. Thorsten continued to stare, knowing I was one glance away from his chance to transmit the “go” signal to the Drones. And he was absolutely sure I wouldn’t shoot him. He smiled. And reached for the call button.

  “Echo 16,” he said into the mic. “This is Regestan 1. Confirm coordinates and begin descent. Out.”

  We both knew the Drones were circling overhead, waiting for just those words to rain death from the safety of their cockpits. It was all in the ops plan. Thorsten was the radioman and designated to call in the airstrike. We had already taken pictures of those doomed hadjis earlier through the long-range lens of the LIVAR 400. Intel would certainly be able to match them up to blurred shots of other bad guys, adding to the body count of terrorists, even if this party was just a celebration of a cousin’s birthday.

  “Roger, Regestan 1,” Echo 16 said. “Site 94. We’ll be there in 30. Keep your heads behind a rock. Out.”

  Thirty seconds and the mud hut, tent, dogs, goats, women, children, and soon-to-be-designated-dead terrorists would be staining the high desert with their blood.

  I jumped to my feet and screamed toward the hut, “Dzghelem. American alwateka. Dzghelem.” Run. American airplane. Run.

  I could hear the Drones in the distance. I yelled again. The outside guard was pointing his Kalashnikov in my direction, trying to sight my profile in the darkness. The door opened, and armed men ran out, the guard pointing in my general area.

  Thorsten pulled hard at my leg. “Get down,” he hissed. “Even if the hadjis don’t shoot you, the Hellfires’ll splatter your shit.”

  The men below were all raising their rifles. The first bullet hit in the dirt ten yards to my right. The next was closer. Splinters of rock stung my arm, and I dropped to the ground.

  The Drones arrived.

  A whush and, a nanosecond later, the world turned orange.


  The mountains were white-capped dragons in the moonlight, shadowed peaks threatening like columns of frozen gargoyles. Winds and high altitude made the Little Bird buck and dip as if we were on the Tilt-a-Whirl at the Millard County Fair. Orion was bright and clear, a perfect constellation for two hunters on a night ride back to base. It was cold, and I shivered in the back seat of the Bird, not knowing if I would be on the way to the nearest detention facility, a court martial on my docket. Probably not, though. Today, I was only “assigned” to Special Forces Afghanistan and not really a grunt. The people I worked for would rather shoot traitors than have any kind of public trial. Easy to arrange an “accident” in a country littered with Russian butterfly landmines disguised as pieces of candy and IEDs planted wherever infidel Americans traveled.

  Thorsten was buckled in next to me, all the high-tech gear making his shoulder straps squeal with each dive of the chopper. We hadn’t spoken much since the Drones sanitized the hut. Not our job to pick through the rubble. That was the duty of intelligence forensics. But they made us hang around through most of the night. We were to bring home the proof these hadjis were truly worthy of evaporation. Make another dot on the computer-generated map, displaying where the bad guys had been terminated. Tell the Washington Post of another small victory against evil without civilian or coalition casualties.

  I didn’t want any part of it. And Thorsten knew.

  Still, this didn’t make him a target. At least a sentence to some remote CIA outpost far from this war would mean I wouldn’t have to creep up on more victims in the night. Or snuff Thorsten while he slept on his cot to keep him from spreading the news his teammate had gone over to the turban side.

  Inside the concertina wire of the compound, Thorsten led me toward the Special Forces de-briefing tent like this was the Inquisition. He was the judge. Me, the already-condemned heretic. The verdict was completely in the hands of Thorsten. Bad guys had been blown to oblivion, and the mission’s success had surely been designated “achieved by command.”

  Early morning sunlight crept over the Salang Mountains, soon to warm the brown rocks of the desert plain below. Choppers, in from night ops, rotors turning in the breeze, were wheeled into the mechanic’s area for servicing. Uniformed grunts walked toward the mess tent, rubbing sleep from their eyes. As always, white-backed vultures circled overhead, awaiting delivery of delicacies to the base dump. The crystalline air smelled of diesel, jet fuel, grease, and pancakes. A dry wind sucked moisture out of anything liquid that dared exist in this arid land. And I trailed behind my escort, wondering if it was the last time for a long while I would be walking without handcuffs, if I was upright at all.

  Inside the debriefing tent, light from computers and desk lamps cast shadows on the dark-green walls. Hatless men hunkered over screens and sipped from coffee mugs; no one paid us any attention. Thorsten sat at one end of a portable conference table, his helmet on the floor next to him. He stripped off the rest of his gear and gently created a pile. It was SOP to immediately report here after a mission, but no one seemed in any hurry to begin the interrogation. I sat two chairs away from Thorsten, not bothering to remove my helmet or anything else. The closest soldier other than him was ten yards away.

  “Don’t worry, spook,” Thorsten whispered. “All I’m gonna tell ’em is we smoked a nest of al-Qaeda, just like we were ordered. But, you owe me, cowboy. And I got a little somethin’ I need help with. You’re gonna be mine ’til I set you free.” He grinned. “Alright with you?”

  Not much of a decision. For now. I nodded my head.

  “You do have a brain, Morgan,” Thorsten said. “I was havin’ my doubts. We’ll rap later.”

  Two men moved toward us, one with Captain’s bars, the other in civilian clothes. The one with tan slacks and a white Oxford shirt was Dunne, a hydraulic engineer in Afghanistan to help the locals with water-supply issues. At least, that’s what his papers read. Reality was CIA sector chief for Central and Southern Afghanistan and the spook that had sent me out with Thorsten. War in Afghanistan had brought an unparalleled cooperative spirit between the Company and the military. They used each other like petroleum giants joined together to fight the terror of electric fuel cells. CIA operatives did much of the up-close wet work and groomed Afghan assets. If the mission called for more firepower or an operative needed assistance, the Army was recruited.

  No cuddling. No foreplay.

  “What did you hear out there?” Dunne asked, standing across the table, a clipboard in his hands. Dunne’s hair was even shorter than the Captain’s beside him. The sector chief was fit and filled his button-down as if he’d spent many of his forty-plus years in the Langley weight room. It was hard for the Company potbellies to get respect from Army robots; Dunne’s physique was part of what brought him this delicate assignment whoring with the military.

  Unless I hacked into the Company network, something well beyond my level of computerese, intel on superiors like Dunne was limited to gossip among the ghosts of the spook world. There was little making the camp rounds about Dunne except the extent of his professional focus and lack of a sense of humor. My interactions with the station head were limited and strictly on purpose. Geo-political discussions were rare, and I knew very little about Dunne’s history. The topic was primarily who needed killing and how it would be accomplished. While I understood he was doing his job, something about the cold secretiveness of his responses bothered me.

  This camp sector was Special Operations Group. None of the cripples in the regular Army were allowed to bring down the testosterone level. Only, and reluctantly, quasi-civilians like me and Dunne. Thorsten was part of the tribe of brotherly killers trained to be the Army’s assassins, and he drew waves of congratulations from any of his soul mates who walked by. He ignored Dunne’s question and leaned back in his chair, an “I just killed me a wild Injun” grin on his face.

  “They were mostly discussing last winter’s blizzards and hoping it didn’t get as bad this year,” I said. “One of ’em did use the name ‘Osama,’ and Thorsten thought that was enough to call in the drones.”

  No use denying anything. It wasn’t my voice on the recording talking to the Drones. I stared at Dunne, waiting to hear where, if anyplace, the questions were headed.

  I didn’t need to worry. The hot wash was minimal. Surprisingly, Dunne’s interrogation wasn’t up to the in-depth level common to his normal debriefings. I figured it was because there were too many other missions still on the board to bother with one that had already been accomplished. Now, all I had to do was deal with Thorsten.

  We were released after fifteen minutes and handed over our cameras and much of the wizard gear.

  As usual, the base was jumping like there was a war on. Jeeps dodged soldiers and news cameramen while sentries manned towers framed by distant mountain tops, everything engulfed in a background of piercing blue sky. Choppers offloaded tired grunts, ground crews waved their arms. Overhead, an unmanned Predator circled, sending back real-time data to base command and making sure the hostiles were asleep in their caves. In a far corner, the elephant cage sprouted stalks of antenna arrays surrounded by a circular chain-link fence, and an engineer was adjusting one of the dishes. Probably trying to tune in FOX News so the ops center would know what was really happening. Thorsten walked beside me toward the Green Beret tents, the last bit of a superior smile on his lips.

  “Let’s head to the gedunk and get us a treat after we stow our gear,” Thorsten said. “I’m jones’n for some a’ those red sprinkles on vanilla ice cream.”

  Cute. He thought he had my ass and all he had to do was twitch to make me quiver.

  “I don’t want ice cream,” I said. “And I’m not your bitch. What do you want?”

  The smile got bigger, and Thorsten turned toward me, doing a little shuffle with his desert boots.

  “That’s where you’re wrong, Morgan,” he said. “With all that ed-u-ca-tion, you’re sure a dumb fuck. You are my bitch. And tonight, me and my buddies are gonna gang bang your ass.”

  Faking a stumble, I dropped to one knee, head down like I was about to faint.

  Thorsten bent over to help, a hand on my shoulder. He believed he was quicker and more accurate than me with his Ka-Bar, but the end of my knife was in his groin before he could finish asking “What’s the matter with you?” The blade was hidden by his baggy pants and my camo-fatigued arms. Our little waltz was unremarkable in a place like this, where incoming mortars weren’t cause for agitation unless they fell within fifty yards. I pressed just hard enough to cut through the fabric and touch skin.

  “Listen up, troop,” I hissed. “You know what I do for a living. You’ll be cold and dead with just a little drop of blood on your forehead in the morning. None of your buddies will hear a thing or know how it happened. You won’t be answerin’ reveille.”

  Thorsten tried to stand, but I pushed the tip until I knew it was drawing blood. He froze.

  One thing about all that training—I was good. Even if Thorsten outweighed me by forty pounds and was much stronger, I knew I could take him. Too many Special Forces muscle heads had tried before, grinning all the way until their faces hit the ground. And with a knife, no one was better. If I wanted, my next posting could be in the woods at Camp Perry, giving hand-to-hand instructions and doing tricks with a Ka-Bar.

  “That’s twice today you’ve threatened me, Morgan, “Thorsten said. “You’re gonna have to make good soon, or you’ll be the one in the body bag flyin’ home to momma.” But he didn’t move — just snarled like Saddam in his hidey hole.

  I held the pressure on the knife, wiggling it gently.

  “If I move this Ka-Bar even an inch,” I said, “you’ll need a sex change. I just want it clear where we stand. You told your story back at the ops center. Kinda’ hard ta go back now. They might wonder which one of your versions is the truth. You’ve got nuthin’ on me. That means we can still be friends. Doesn’t it, Thorsten?” Another wiggle.

  A jeep stopped next to us. Two soldiers, one with a medic armband, sat in the front.

  “Need any help?” the medic asked.

  I turned toward the jeep, leaving the knife right where it was. Thorsten didn’t look at them, a concerned grimace on his face.

  “No thanks, doc,” I said. “Just a touch of altitude sickness. I’ll be alright in a minute.” I smiled.

  The medic gave a little wave, and they drove off.

  Thorsten still hadn’t moved.

  “Alright,” he said. “We’re straight. For now. I wasn’t gonna rat you out to the guppies anyway. I was gonna save it for all your mates who don’t wanna live with a traitor spoilin’ the party. Maybe we’ll get a chance to settle this for good later, Morgan.”

  Morgan. Not my real name. My real name was buried back in a file at Langley. I was the first and only since Vietnam to be given this handle. It was legend. No one after Frank Morgan had passed though CIA training with more distinction than me. It was expected I would live up to the celebrity of the most deadly assassin in the Company’s history. Of course assassin was a description never used. I was just another Company asset. Even if Frank Morgan’s tour ended under a cloud, no one had brought fear to the hootches of Vietnam like “gan con ran,” the Night Snake. The bounty on his head surpassed the budget of a battalion of NVA. No Viet Cong knew what he looked like. They only knew of his calling card: a cobra carved from shrapnel and available at trinket stands throughout ’Nam. I wasn’t into the theatrics of psychological warfare and hoped my legend never approached the Night Snake’s. But, at the moment, I didn’t mind any comparisons made between me and my namesake.

  The knife was back in its sheath before I stood up. A spot of red was growing on Thorsten’s crotch.

  “No,” I said. “If I hear even the slightest bit of talk about what went down today, you won’t have a chance for salvation. Best you forget.”

  Stalemate. I was one of the spooks even the most hardened Special Forces troops feared. Their training was well known and established, while we were always veiled in secrecy and magic, a reputation the Company had groomed from the early days. What they did know was this: anyone who crossed us was disappeared. Usually, in the night.

  Thorsten nodded with that crooked grin on his face, letting me know it wasn’t over. We walked toward our tents.

  As we approached his compound, Thorsten put his arm over my shoulder and squeezed hard enough to make the bones rub together.

  “After you get done stickin’ pins in dolls and sacrificin’ one a’ those mangy camp cats, come on over and join us real soldiers for a beer,” Thorsten said.

  The spooks, me included, didn’t bunk with the military. We had our own sector. Separate and divided by a cloud of mythology, we didn’t mix often unless it was orders. There weren’t that many of us, and the Army personnel rarely even dared to look in our direction, fearing some kind of spell would surely steal their souls. I was just a corn-fed Kansas boy, but I would never convince those outside our compound I was anything less than the anti-Christ.

  Twisting gently away from Thorsten’s grip, I walked away.

  We probably wouldn’t meet alive again. Not after last night.


  The stars winked in the clear night sky so close I thought I could reach out, take hold, and put them in my pocket. Below, one of the normal power outages. The dimmed light came from campfires and lanterns. Another post-midnight Bird ride. The cabin was in near-total darkness. This time, it was a CIA Bird and we were flying as silent as technology allowed.

  “Urgent,” I was told. And classified as too sensitive even for the Pentagon to know about this mission. The target was a local shopkeeper in Jalalabad. I was dressed in baggy trousers, a white Nehru collared shirt, a sleeveless jacket, and a turban. The three days of growth on my chin hopefully gave me enough cover to pass as a local in the dark. Insertion was in the suburbs of the city, and I would have to make my way alone. Curfew would make this even more difficult, but I had done it several times. Before I killed the shopkeeper, Badam Chinar, I would persuade him to tell me who his Army contacts were. Intel said he was the ringleader of a Taliban cell supporting arms acquisition with the fruit of the poppy fields and marketing the heroin through US Army personnel. The reports were verified by numerous informants and convincing enough to set aside any doubts. Intel even had recordings of cell-phone messages discussing pricing with a man speaking American English in a northeastern drawl and using military speak.

  Ten minutes to drop off.

  Ten minutes to think.

  Near the end of his time in ’Nam, my namesake, Frank Morgan, had became disillusioned like so many in-country. Surprisingly, his post-tour questioning didn’t taint him with the spook management team, who cherished results over attitude. We were on the same career path. Being on a “need to know” basis didn’t keep information from filtering into my brain. Ultimately, I understood I was in Afghanistan to protect America’s ability to gas up at its leisure and continue to allow petroleum-industry executives on the golf courses of their private clubs. Somehow, on the path of discovery, I had realized heroin was in the mix.

  The foreign media had reported the connection between the puppet leader of Afghanistan and Unocal. As with other stories that tarnished industries so clearly enmeshed in the supposed security interests of the United States, the articles had a short shelf-life in America and were buried in the back pages. Not much was made of Taliban visits to Houston to negotiate a deal to complete a pipeline from the oil fields of the Caspian Sea, nor of the CIA escort of oil engineers to the region the pipeline would cross. Nor the naming by the Bush administration of another former Unocal advisor and Taliban cheerleader, Zalmay Khalilzad, as US envoy to Afghanistan. Oil interests needed a stable government to complete construction, so they orchestrated the ascension of a little-known Unocal consultant, Hamid Karzai, to the presidency of Afghanistan. In the Afghan war against the Russians, Karzai had been an asset of the CIA and in personal contact with the US President, George Bush. In past lives, Karzai had also been a Taliban supporter. After moving to the United States as a reward for his hard work on big oil’s behalf, he was even asked to be the Taliban ambassador to the United Nations. He refused, seeing a more lucrative path as a butt boy of the US administration and the oil industry. These were just a fraction of the facts roiling in my brain as I was sent out to secure the pipeline—a cause we’d spent billions of dollars on that we couldn’t abandon just because of a war or the atrocities committed against women and non-Taliban.

  While this picture was supported only by so-called hatemongers, government bashers, and traitors, I knew it to be the truth. There was no way the Company could keep this information from me as they justified another killing under the guise of “national security.” For a boy from the Republican stronghold of Kansas, believing he was fighting the good fight for all the right reasons, it took an incredible amount of data to convince me I had been deceived. And so had the American people. But I was stuck. And the Taliban were still evil. And heroin was reaching the arms of Americans by way of the Taliban and the US Army. So here I was.

  It was widely reported that Afghanistan was the producer of more than 90 percent of the world’s heroin. The warlords and Taliban who control the country make sure this situation continues. And its stability is maintained and assisted, often unknowingly, by the US military. Supply routes of raw opium and processed heroin use US-made and -improved roads to Uzbekistan and Turkey. Drug convoys are protected by US troops with the assistance, and at the request of, the Afghan military leader, General Abdul Rashid Dostum. The connections go on and on. The intrigues and high-level power plays are beyond me. Tonight, it’s my job to do just a little to slow the flow of smack reaching the shores of Manhattan.

  The short ride from the CIA-built Tora Bora military camp near Jalalabad ended in a compound on the outskirts of town. In the darkness, the tops of palm trees sagged in the stillness over the razor-wired walls. Rockets and mortars had blown holes in the sides of the buildings, and a man dressed in jeans and a t-shirt backlit by a muted lantern waved me toward an open door.

  The Bird didn’t hesitate and was airborne as I crossed the courtyard, sand and pebbles skittering off my back. The unmarked chopper was gone in seconds, the noise replaced by the barking of a neighborhood dog. Inside the door, I was led into a room filled with maps stuck to dried-mud walls and very little furniture. Only my greeter was present. No guards. They were hidden outside and patrolling the walls. This piece of real estate was one of the most hazardous on Earth, its existence well known. No one got within blocks without proper identification and the day’s password. This was the CIA base in Jalalabad, and my host was Finnen, an Irishman with more scars than skin. We’d collaborated several times, but a nod and a smile substituted for a hug. He was lean, and freckles dotted his face; his forehead creased as he examined a map of Kandahar. Finnen motioned me to a hard backed wooden chair.

  “Pikheyr, Morgan,” he said. Welcome. He was one of the few who had gone beyond “ho,” yes, and “ya,” no, in the local dialect. Or “mrakedal, raghead.” Die. I was fluent compared to Finnen’s limited Pashto vocabulary, though.

  The chair grunted with fatigue and old age when I sat. No weapons to stow, I took the turban off and sat it on a table filled with coffee mugs and a black-screened laptop.

  Finnen rested his Heckler & Koch against another chair and sat.

  “Would offer you a Guinness,” Finnen said, “but the delivery truck got roasted by an IED.”

  The room smelled like moldy sand, cigars, kerosene, and flame-broiled goat kebabs, a remnant from its former life as a kitchen hand. Smoke from the lantern cast shadows on the walls, the designs dancing gently in the slight breeze from the partially open door. The red eyes of a rat peeked from a small hole in the corner, but they quickly disappeared. Not the usual hangout for Company men. I leaned back, and the chair squealed.

  “Not thirsty,” I said. “How is this going down? Not a lot of night left.”

  The time for banter was always after the operation. Finnen was a professional and knew this, but his Irish blarney controlled his mouth.

  “You’d never be accused of talkin’ the teeth out of a saw, Morgan,” he said. “But what would I expect out of a pig but a grunt?” He slapped his hand on his jeans and cackled.

  I didn’t give him the pleasure of a grin; I just stared.

  “When you’re finished,” I said, “maybe we can get to it.”

  “Ah, Morgan,” Finnen said, “when Allah made time, he made plenty of it.” But he reached for a map on the table and scooted his chair closer. He pointed to a mark on the printout.

  “We’re here,” he said. “I’ll take you through the tunnel that’ll bring you out here.” He moved his finger. “Chinar lives there, behind his shop at 16 Angur Street.” Grape. “Whatever business you’ve got, I’m not supposed ta’ know. I’m just to give you directions. There’s lots of chatter on the Company frequency about this hadji. Care to give me an update?”

  I studied the map for a second and twisted to Finnen.

  “You’ll never plow a field by turnin’ it over in your mind,” I said.

  That got another hoot from Finnen.

  “Why I’ll be gawd damned,” he said. “You coulda’ just said no. Seems a touch of the Irish is slitherin’ into your soul. But never give cherries to a pig or advice to a fool, Morgan. Let’s get moving. It’s no use boilin’ your cabbage twice.”

  Finnen was too long between these mud walls, surrounded by hostiles and rock deserts with nobody to talk to, listening to coded messages and lies. It was too obvious he missed the shores of his ancestors, but I knew he was one of the best minders the Company had. We both stood, and he picked up his G36, letting it droop from his hand.

  “Follow me,” he said. “Keep your head down. There’s hardly enough room for a fairy.”

  The turban was already wound, and I put it on my head, the .22 Hush Puppy snug against my waist, and followed the glow of Finnen’s lantern through a short door in the back of the now-dark room.

  We both had to stoop as we made our way through the tunnel. There were no intersecting shafts, and sometimes it was so narrow, the rough clay rubbed against my arms. No hieroglyphs decorated the walls. Only a few occasional Arabic words painted in white or scratched into the brown sides of the tunnel. The smell was musty. Old. The passageway had been dug a long time before Americans came to keep the peace. Mostly, we went in a straight line with a very few turns, the pitch slightly downward. No conversation. After five minutes, Finnen stopped at a metal ladder. He pointed up toward a wooden trap door with an iron ring attached in the middle.

  “Through there’ll take you into the courtyard of one the local mullahs on our payroll,” Finnen whispers. “He won’t be around. Go through the gate to your right, and you’ll be in a small olive garden. It’ll give you some protection. It’s always watched, and you’ll be clear ’til you make Zerghun Street.” Green. “You know the way from there. I’ll be waiting here in three hours. Don’t be late.” He stepped aside.

  I slid past and started to climb the ladder.

  From below, Finnen said, “May God protect you better than his only son.”

  I hoped he was right.


  Moonlight sliced between the branches of the olive trees and provided the only light in a town under a midnight curfew and a shortage of electricity. The dog still barked, but now the sound was much further away. A breeze, barely more than a breath, rustled the leaves above me. If there were watchers, they were well hidden. Shadows would be easy to follow. They were everywhere. I stayed in the dimmest areas and moved slowly toward Zerghun Street.

  As I got closer to Chinar’s home, the lack of noise behind any of the closed doors made my surroundings feel like a city of the dead. Last night’s cooking fires gave the scent of burning charcoal and wood. The holes made by the frequent mortar rounds couldn’t be called windows, nor the pockmarks from bullets called decoration. Most of the shops had roll-down steel doors, secured tight to the ground with large, antique padlocks. Glass was non-existent when bomb concussions, AK rounds, and earthquakes made them impossible to keep unshattered. I could see the door to Number 16 across the road. Nothing moved.

  Ten minutes later, I opened the old lock with just a few twists of a CIA burglar tool, and I was inside another courtyard, hoping there were no dogs. They were the biggest job hazard. And I hated killing them, preferring the old trick of hamburger laced with fast-acting barbiturates. Sometimes that took too long, and I had to use the .22 Hush Puppy.

  No dogs. No guards. Just the rhythm of sleep.

  I stayed against the wall and made my way to a door at the far end.

  One of the reasons I had been given Frank Morgan’s name was that I lived up to his level of stealth. After Morgan, no one came through training with his ability to creep into a room and leave without being seen or heard—until me. Tonight, I would have to use all my skills if I wanted to sort out the men, women, and children surely sleeping inside and trade Irish insults with Finnen again.
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